Hormonal (ACTH, cortisol, beta-endorphin, and met-enkephalin) and cardiovascular responses to hyperthermic stress in chronic alcoholics.
Chronic alcohol drinking causes profound alterations in hypothalamic-pituitary function. In the present study, endocrine [corticotropin (ACTH), beta-endorphin, cortisol, and met-enkephalin] and cardiovascular (blood pressure) changes in response to hyperthermic stress (sauna at 90 degrees C for 30 min) were evaluated in 25 normal men (25 to 50 years old) and in 48 male alcoholic subjects (34 to 56 years old) after 5 weeks of abstinence. Significantly lower increments in systolic blood pressure were observed in alcoholics than in control subjects. Furthermore, alcoholics showed lower ACTH, beta-endorphin, and cortisol increments in response to sauna than normal controls. In contrast, sauna-induced hyperthermia did not change significantly the circulating met-enkephalin levels in either normal controls or chronic alcoholics. These data suggest that an impairment in the adaptive response to stress affects alcoholic men even after a few weeks of abstinence from alcohol.